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Welcome to the high holy day of Pentecost. This is a day for wind, fire, and wearing something RED. Let’s look around and behold the splashes of red color worn by worshippers today. This is not staring; it’s “beholding.” There’s a difference. Let us behold the Pentecost people of Watts Street! 
 
Today we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit. When he left to be with God, Jesus promised to send the Spirit, and the Spirit swept down on the people, leaving them throbbing with energy and joy. The energy of the people was released, and the result was the birth of the Christian church. And that’s why we’re here today. Without Pentecost there would be no church.
 
That’s why on Pentecost we come to rejoice and celebrate. Today the color is red; the symbol is fire; the mood is high energy. And if we listen, we might even hear the flapping of wings from the Pentecost doves of peace.
 
We’re not exactly sure what happened on the first Pentecost, but we know it was a powerful, compelling experience. Sometimes we mainline church folks can be a little embarrassed that we were born in a fit of enthusiasm. We often prefer to keep our religion tame, subdued, and proper. But Real Baptists understand Pentecost. We know about fervor and zeal.
 
According to the Book of Acts, church began in a climate that was lively, exuberant, and excessive. We might even call it “The Church of What’s Happening Now.”
 
What were the circumstances that led to this event? Pentecost came 50 days after Jesus’ resurrection. The eleven disciples had been waiting and watching for God; they thought Jesus’ little movement would be over when he was crucified, or it would be over when he ascended to be with God. The disciples were like still sailboats resting in the water, their sails slack and no wind to propel them. But then the wind suddenly whooshed into the sails, and the people lurched forward in a gust of exuberance. It was the Holy Spirit poured out on the people. Peter preached a powerful sermon, and 3000 people were converted. 
And the church was born.
 
The people tried to describe what happened to them. They had to speak in poetic language. They said it was like a mighty wind blowing. People were gathered from many nations, and they spoke different languages. It seemed as if flames of fire rested on them, and everybody could understand each other. There was a great diversity of people, yet they were bound in a fierce unity. 
They couldn’t manufacture this in some committee meeting! It was the work of the Spirit.
 
Jesus had told the disciples, “I must leave you. But I will send a Comforter, an advocate, to guide you.” That Spirit is indeed our comforter--- and also our dis-comforter. Any of us can become so comfortable, so conformist, so proper and restrained that if the Spirit broke out in this church, as it did at the first Pentecost, we probably would be scared to death, terribly uncomfortable, and maybe embarrassed too. If a real Pentecost happened today, the roof would creak with the sound of ferocious wind; we’d be throbbing with excitement; we’d hear people speaking strange languages—Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, French, German, Swahili and Southern drawl. And we’d feel like the fire from this candle was now in our bones.
 
If we had this kind of religious experience in church today, could we stand it? Annie Dillard says that if we really opened ourselves to God’s Spirit, we’d better wear crash helmets when we come to church. Watch out! Be ready!
 
What would happen if the Spirit erupted in this church? When God moves among us and really speaks to us, don’t we have to expect some disorientation at first? Our old ways are being changed, and it may feel like a wind sweeping over us, or a fire crackling inside us. But we need not fear God’s Spirit, because the Spirit does not compel us to do what we’re not willing and capable of doing. God’s Spirit opens us up; we see barriers removed, and our energy and gifts are released. We experience the peaceable community, the Beloved Community, where violence and war cease to exist.
 
Whatever happened at Pentecost, we know it was a dramatic event. We also know that the Holy Spirit didn’t come to only a few isolated individuals. The Spirit is not elitist; the Spirit did not come just to Peter and a few disciples. The Spirit was poured out on ALL. Everyone. 
 
Picture this crowd of people gathered in Jerusalem for a great festival. Pentecost is the day the Jews gathered to celebrate the giving of the Law at Mt. Sinai. The law, of course, was given not just for Israel, but for everyone, the whole world. The Spirit is given for everyone. At the first Pentecost, people were gathered from every nation on earth. To put it bluntly, the church was born in every nation of the earth at the same time. (Fred Craddock)
 
In the middle of this great Pentecost festival, Peter sensed what was happening, and he grabbed the microphone to interpret what happened. He began by quoting the prophet Joel: “God declares, I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh.” (Acts 2:17) With this large crowd before him, Peter soon got carried away, and he preached for along time. Then he ended with the same note on which he began: “This promise is not just to you and your children (the Jews), but to those far off (the Gentiles)---all, everyone whom the Lord calls.” (Acts 2:39)
 
With God’s Spirit there is no selectivity, no distinction, and no discrimination. No one is elevated above anyone else. Everybody is equal. The Spirit is inclusive. Everybody is included.
 
I’ve long loved the words of Carl Sandburg, the poet who lived for part of his life in Flat Rock, near Hendersonville, NC. Once a reporter interviewed Mr. Sandburg. The interviewer said, “My Sandburg, you’re a great lover of words. Can you tell us what, in your judgment, is the ugliest word in the English language?” 
Sandburg pondered; and then in his gravely voice said, “The ugliest word…the ugliest word … the ugliest word to me….. is…EXCLUSIVE.”
 
Real estate people like to sell houses in an area called an “exclusive neighborhood.” That usually means only our kind of people live here.
 
When the Spirit came at Pentecost, it was poured out on the Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Egyptians, Arabs, Jews, Italians. Everybody became united; diverse people came together as one. This seems to be the way God intends for us to live. This sounds very much like the way the world is moving now. We live in one global village. In our city we see a melting pot of people from different countries. It’s not uncommon to stand in an elevator at Duke Hospital and hear several languages at once. At Pentecost everybody spoke in different languages, and they understood each other.
 
But can we stand all this diversity? So often we prefer to maintain our distinctive groups. We gather in our various interest groups---the Hispanic group, the African American group, the senior citizens group, the young families’ group, the singles’ group. We have our common interests and needs, of course. But we come together as one for worship. We still get part of our identity by being different, separate. We’ve all heard some people say, “They wouldn’t be comfortable in our group. 
We can’t let everybody in this place. Our identity will be watered down. We can’t let everybody in.”
 
So we tend to keep ourselves separate. We don’t mean to be exclusive; but let’s admit that we usually tend to prefer our kind of folks. But when we stay in our own enclave, we miss the rich exchange that takes place as we learn from each other across boundaries of tradition, culture, nationality. It takes effort to extend ourselves across the usual lines of race, age, gender, sexual orientation, economic and educational level. But God seems to keep inviting us to overcome our tendency toward circling our wagons with our own group. The “ugliest word is ‘exclusive.’”
 
Fred Craddock tells the story of a little boy who goes to the circus ground. He doesn’t have any money. The fellow selling tickets says, “Sonny, aren’t you going in? It’s time for the circus to start.”
 
The boy says, “I don’t have a ticket.”
 
“Well then, buy a ticket.”
 
“But I don’t have any money.”
 
“I tell you what. You come back tomorrow afternoon at our matinee at 3 o’clock right after school, and I’m gonna let you in free.”
 
It was hard for the boy to sleep that night. The next day school lasted forever. Finally, the bell rang.
 
He ran to the circus ground and stood there, waiting for the man to say, “Alright, you can go in free.”
 
In a few moments the man said, “Alright, boys and girls—you can go in free.”
 
There were probably 35 or 40 boys and girls who went in. When they all went in, one was left outside—that little boy.
 
“It’s free,” the man said. “Aren’t you gonna go in?”
 
“I’ve decided I don’t want to go.”
 
Why did he make that choice? He had spent the night with one blessed thought: “He’s going to give ME a free ticket.” But now the man is giving
everybody a free ticket. It’s not the same. (from Craddock, cassette tape, “Biblical Bases for Evangelism,” Christian Council of Metro Atlanta.)
God’s Spirit is poured out for all people. That’s Pentecost. The Spirit is poured out for the Jews, the Christians, the Muslims, and the Sikhs. In the Gospel story we see everybody being invited to the party. Everybody gets a ticket: the wayward younger brother and the dutiful elder brother; unclean Samaritans and outcast mentally ill people; 5000 people on a hillside and a blind beggar by the pool. Everybody is invited: high-class people, cheating tax collectors and low income, uneducated fishermen; ungrateful lepers and even thieves on their crosses. This Spirit that empowered Jesus to see all these people and to offer them healing and forgiveness, this same Spirit empowered that melting pot of people at Pentecost. And they all accepted one another and understood each other.
 
The rest of the book of Acts records the bold risk-taking actions of these people who knew the power of the Holy Spirit. And those who observed the disciples kept asking, “By what power? By what name are you able to do these incredible things? By what power can you do all this feeding the hungry, forgiving and healing people? You don’t look like you could do all this, just by looking at you.” But the Spirit gave power beyond their own strength. The Spirit gave to all of them. The Spirit welcomed everybody.
 
This is the scandal of Pentecost, the scandal of the Holy Spirit. Pentecost is not a day to celebrate our differences---whether we are rich or poor, black or white, college educated or street educated, gay or straight, long-time members or those who joined just last month. Pentecost is the day to celebrate our great unity in the Spirit that comes to all of us.
 
If God’s Spirit is open-arms to all of us, then maybe that means we can be like God’s Spirit—reaching out, open arms to all of us. Rather than separating ourselves with our kind, our same social set, our little group of likeminded friends, we can see that the Spirit freeing us to open our arms to all who come in the door. God invites everybody here. We don’t make the invitation list; God does. 
We simply deliver the invitations. God tells us to be welcoming and affirming of everybody.
 
And when all these Pentecost people come in the door, what a rich community we can be! Martin Luther wrote, “The Spirit and the gifts are ours.” The gifts of the 5 year old, the gifts of the 75 year old, the strength of the verbal ones, the strength of the quiet ones among us, the gifts of the new members and the veteran members.
 
When the Spirit truly comes, our many gifts are released. 
And we affirm
our differences and enrich each other in wild and wonderful ways. 
 
That’s Pentecost! The Spirit is poured out on all flesh. That means our circle is opened. New people come in. New energy. 
New gifts. New life.
 




©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

